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The West Central region borders both North and 
South Dakota. It is comprised of nine counties 
including the Fargo-Moorhead Metropolitan 
Statistical Area (MSA) and the White Earth 
reservation. The region includes more than 
94,970 total households, 74 percent of which are 
homeowners and 26 percent of which are renters. 
One of the most pressing housing issues in the 
West Central region is severe renter cost burden, 
which impacts the highest proportion of renters of 
any region in the state, at 23 percent.
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Key Findings

Renter income has increased in the majority of counties in the region, growing as much as 28 
percent in Clay and Traverse County and 30 percent in Douglas County since 2000. However, 
median renter income in the region, which ranges from $25,179 (Stevens County) to $36,319 
(Douglas County) remains well below the state average of $39,637. 

Renter cost burden has increased the fastest in the West Central region compared to all others 
in the state, increasing by 37 percent since 2000. 

The region has seen steady growth in owner income throughout almost all counties, with 
eight out of nine counties seeing a 15 to 20 percent increase. However, owner incomes remain 
moderate in comparison to other regions in the state.
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The West Central region is home to 24,289 renter 
households. Of these households, more than half (55 
percent) live in either Clay County or Otter Tail County, 
which are a part of and adjacent to the Fargo-Moorhead 
MSA. 

Forty-four percent, or 10,630 renter households, pay 
more than they can afford on housing. Clay County 
sees some of the most pervasive cost burden in the 
state with 55 percent of renters paying more than they 
can afford on rent, the second highest rate in the state. 
Stevens County and Wilkin County also rank in the 
top ten percent for cost burden, at 52 and 50 percent, 
respectively. 

Additionally, the region has the highest percentage of 
severe renter cost burden in the state, or renters who 
are paying more than half of their income on housing. 
Stevens and Clay counties — which have the highest 
percentage of renters in the region — rank first and 
second in the state for the highest rates of severe renter 
cost burden. In Stevens and Clay counties, 33 percent 
and 28 percent of renter households pay over half of 
their income on housing. 

Renter cost burden has increased the fastest in the 
West Central region compared to all others in the state, 
increasing by 37 percent since 2000. 

Renter income has increased in the majority of counties 
in the region, growing as much as 28 percent in Clay 
and Traverse County and 30 percent in Douglas County 
since 2000. However, median renter income in the 
region, which ranges from $25,179 (Stevens County) to 
$36,319 (Douglas County), remains well below the state 
average of $39,637. Stevens County has the third lowest 
current median renter income in the state.

The West Central region contains 7,185 extremely 
low-income renter households that earn 30 percent of 
area median income or less, yet there are only 2,904 
units that are affordable and available to renters of that 
income bracket.

West Central Region: Rental Housing
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There are 70,685 owner households in the West 
Central Region, accounting for 74 percent of all 
households. The region has seen steady growth 
in owner income throughout almost all counties, 
with eight out of nine counties seeing a 15 to 
20 percent increase. However, owner incomes 
remain moderate in comparison to other regions 
in the state.

Owner cost burden varies across the region, with 
Stevens and Wilkin counties ranking among  
counties with the lowest owner cost burden in 
the state (13 and 14 percent, respectively). In 
contrast, Becker County has the eighth highest 
owner cost burden in the state at 22 percent. 

West Central Region: Homeownership
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“How can we work together to try and identify an 
end to child and family homelessness in the region 
and put a strategy in place?” recalls Dara A. Lee, 
executive director of Clay County Housing and 
Redevelopment Authority.

In the West Central Region, that question helped 
spur the creation of a 45-member collaborative that 
is working to bring housing stability to children 
and families through a program called Homework 
Starts with Home. The collaboration spans church-
es, schools, and service organizations throughout 
West Central Minnesota.

“There’s never enough funding to do what you 

need to do,” Lee says.

Fortunately, a successful pilot project got much 
needed funding and the collaboration was able to 
take off. The original partners were the Clay Coun-
ty HRA, Moorhead Public Schools, Lakes & Prai-
ries Community Action Partnership, and Churches 
United for the Homeless. From those 4 it grew to 
40 in 2018. In 2021, the collaborative has 45 enti-
ties.

The collaboration hopes to end child and family 
homelessness in the region by 2023 (The region has 

Reducing Homelessness in Families with Children in West Central Minnesota

already had some success ending veterans home-
lessness).

The region has cut the number of homeless fami-
lies with children in half. The area had about 200 
homeless families with children. By January 2021, 
that number was down to 62 in Clay County with 
another 28 in the surrounding 9-county region.

“Housing is the foundation for everything we 
do. Without it, our kids and families don’t have a 
strong foundation. It’s traumatic when students 
see that their friend and their friend’s family don’t 
have a safe place to sleep. Housing benefits the 
entire community.”

According to the Minnesota Department of Ed-
ucation, homelessness disproportionally impacts 
certain populations, such as African American 
students, American Indian students, students with 
disabilities, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
or questioning/queer (LGBTQ) young people.

There’s a system of support set up through Home-
work Starts with Home. It is administered by 
Minnesota Housing and uses funding from two 
sources: the Family Homelessness Prevention and 
Assistance Program (FHPAP) and the Housing 

“Housing is the foundation for 
everything we do. Without it, 

our kids and families don’t have 
a strong foundation.”
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Trust Fund (HTF) rental assistance program.

Schools in the collaboration have liaisons that iden-
tify families that are homeless and they work with 
providers, mainly at Community Action Partner-
ships to get those families set up in the Coordinat-
ed Entry system.

The families get support for rent payments, usu-
ally they pay 30 percent of their income and the 
collaboration pays the rest. Health care, nutrition 
and other mainstream needs are assessed and met. 
Churches and other faith-based organizations ad-
dress unique needs not covered by other support.

“People need help getting their kids enrolled in 
school. They need rent assistance, and help with 
employment and job search, but after that they like 

us to back off and get out of their lives,” says Lee.

If the families need more support down the road, 
the collaborative is there to help.

Reducing Homelessness in Families with Children in West Central Minnesota
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In the West Central Region, 37 percent of 
rental housing was built prior to 1970, slightly 
below the statewide average of 39 percent. 

In 2019, just 175 permits were issued for 
multi-family housing development in the West 
Central Region, marking the lowest amount 
of multi-family issues permitted after the 
Northwest Region. In total, new multi-family 
permits in West Central accounted for 1 
percent of the total multi-family permits issued 
in the state that year. 

Meanwhile, 693 single-family permits were 
issued in 2019 — up slightly from 637 in 2017.  
The majority of these permits were issued for 
development in Becker (30 percent), Clay (27 
percent), and Douglas (26 percent) counties. In 
the West Central Region, 39 percent of owner 
occupied housing was built prior to 1970.

In 2019, there were approximately 4,024 
subsidized units in the region.

West Central Region: Housing Stock
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